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464 INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ETHICS. 
SOME PROBLEMS OF SEX. 1 

F. W. STELLA BEOWNE. 

MANY otherwise open-minded and progressive persons 
believe that any discussion of the basic emotion of 
life is to be deprecated. But the League of Peace and 
Freedom explicitly holds that "conventional institutions 
and opinions must be examined and discussed"; and I 
believe that the protest in Mr. John Russell's illuminating 
pamphlet on Education, 2 against "indolent acquiescence 
in second-hand schemes of living," cannot be confined in 
its application to every department of thought and conduct 
saving only this. 

It seems to me that, if self-realization and self-respect are 
to be compatible with some form of social order, the first 
requisite will be that the sexual relation shall be quite 
independent of, and at will separable from, reproduction. 
This point has been so frankly and acutely argued by Dr. 
Elsie Clews Parsons in the Inteknational Jouknal of 
Ethics that I shall not further enlarge on it here. I should 
like, however, to record briefly my gratitude and apprecia- 
tion, of Dr. Parsons' work in this direction: her scale of 
revaluations of sex concepts is most refreshingly sane, true 
and vital, and her services to birth-control (and therefore 
civilisation) on the theoretical and rationalising side are 
comparable to the work of Margaret Sanger as a practical 
propagandist. 

Apart from the special outlook of women, Dr. Warner 
Fite has admirably summed up the ethical argument in 
favour of individual choice and responsibility with regard 
to reproduction. The economic argument may be studied 
in the thorough and painstaking controversial publications 

1 Expanded and revised version of a paper read to The League of Peace and 
Freedom, at Westminster, London, December 6th, 1916. 

2 School Antidotes, by John Russell, M.A., League of Peace and Freedom 
Pamphlets, 1915. 
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of the Malthusian League. It is perfectly avoidable and 
detestably cruel that each generation should buy its sexual 
experience at the cost of the next. Children have a right 
to be wanted and welcomed, not to be conceived as the 
result of some ignominious accident, or because — as so often 
happens now — of the drunkenness and brutal carelessness 
of one parent and the ignorance and stupidity of the other. 
I am sure we do not at all realise to what an extent the poor 
quality of so much human life to-day is due to the circum- 
stances of its conception and antenatal conditions. The 
joyously, consciously conceived and born child will surely 
reveal an astonishing enhancement of aptitudes and facul- 
ties and a deeper force of vital impulse, and under any 
sane and decent social order only such children would come 
to life. Moreover, I believe that another very serious 
social problem would be much nearer solution: the problem 
of the hard instinctive hostility between the old and the 
young, which hampers and embitters so many lives. 

Finally, it is only when the right not to have children has 
been firmly vindicated, that its positive complementary 
right can be established. Under present conditions, 
maternity endowment would be peculiarly liable to become 
an engine of exploitation and oppression. 

The universal knowledge and recognition of birth-control 
would also clear the public mind as to the two classes of 
sex problem. 

There are many persons who consider that the sexual 
impulse and all its manifestations become morally elevated, 
and more presentable in polite circles if the incriminating 
adjective is replaced by "racial. " This term may, without 
too great inaccuracy, be applied to the problems involving 
parentage. To the more subtle, individual, and obscure 
psychological puzzles, in which parentage is excluded, the 
term racial has no application whatever. 

Whatever may be the differences of personal opinion on 
certain sexual questions, it is quite certain that the reform 
both of our peculiarly iniquitous English Divorce Laws 
and of our Bastardy Laws is very long overdue and abso- 
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lutely indispensable, not only to any real civilization, but 
to the fundamental physical vitality of the national stock. 3 
The only social justification of patriarchal marriage is the 
protection it is supposed to give, and sometimes really has 
given, to the child-bearing woman and the young child. 
Of course, that is not the historical or psychological reason 
for the origin of marriage, but it is its sanction, apart from 
superstition and sex taboos, and certainly the only sanction 
the modern mind can consider. I think only persons who 
have specially interested themselves in the operation of 
our absolutely incredible Divorce Laws or in the lives of the 
less fortunate members of the community can realise how 
increasingly inadequate this protection is. But one does 
not need to be an expert social investigator to know that a 
large number of men and women deliberately refuse mar- 
riage not only from economic reasons but also from a deep 
distrust of its formulas and its grinding exclusive intimacy ; 
and this distrust is confirmed by reason and observation. 
A small but growing number of women deliberately prefer, 
against heavy odds, to have children outside marriage. A 
much larger number, mostly of the predominantly maternal 
type, which is conventionally considered of supreme value 
to the community, and certainly approximates more closely 
than any other to the traditional "womanly" ideal, spend 
lives of sterility and a slow atrophy of bodily and mental 
power. And there is also the other side of the shield, the 
price which has always to be paid for a rigid patriarchal 
marriage system in prostitution and all it involves. 

The law should only intervene in sexual relationships to 
preserve the dignity of the body from exploitation or 
violation, — which at present in marriage it notoriously does 
not do, — or to preserve a certain minimum of public decency 
and order, or to safeguard the immature and helpless. It 
is perfectly possible to devise a system whereby the large 
number of people who like to combine the erotic side of life 
with a permanent joint home and children can do so without 

5 Cf: the Evidence and Findings of the Royal Commissions on Divorce Law 
Reform and Venereal Diseases, 1912 and 1915. 
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sacrificing the children's chances of wholesome growth 
should the parents temporarily or permanently drift apart. 
Why should all marriage contracts be stereotyped on the 
same lines? Even under present conditions, there is room 
for a great deal more individual adaptation. 

The non-racial sex problems are, I think, much the most 
interesting. They fall, roughly, into two divisions: Those 
of permanence or rather exclusiveness versus variety, and 
those of abnormality. All these difficulties have harassed 
and perplexed human nature in the past, but they have 
been sedulously ignored or met either with wholesale con- 
demnation or rough and ready adaptation to male needs 
and preferences only. But as soon as parentage becomes 
a voluntarily assumed, though most serious, social responsi- 
bility, and sexual relations are recognized as having ethical 
value of their own, then all thinking people must ask why 
a,ny special sanctity should attach to monogamy rather 
than to more complex and varied partnerships. 

Unofficially, of course, it has always been recognised 
that most men are profoundly polygamous; that a very 
deep affection and strong physical attraction towards one 
woman by no means excludes other affinities. The ancient 
patriarchal civilisations (or semi-barbarisms) met this by 
legalised polygamy in one household. But both climate 
and standard of living and the slowly developing sense of 
individuality and dignity among women militate against 
any reversion to patriarchal polygamy in this country, 
though the frightful disparity between the numbers of 
young adult men and women after the war may lead to very 
curious developments. In officially monogamous coun- 
tries, again, the demand for something impermanent, or 
rather occasional, and detached from the main current of 
life is met by prostitution ; but only in a one-sided, degrad- 
ing and wasteful way. And tradition still combines with 
the vanity and jealousy of the average man to deny any 
corresponding need for diversity in woman. 

Of course a large and noisy section of opinion among 
Suffragists, including the extremely dogmatic and tyran- 
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nical Suffragist bureaucracy 4 — the "Leaders" of the move- 
ment, — advocates as the true path of progress, the reduction, 
almost the extirpation, of the sex impulse in men. It is, I 
suppose, a truism that that impulse greatly needs to become 
more under the control of the will, more interwoven with 
the imagination and the affections, more altruistic and 
comradely, and above all, more instinctively discriminating. 
Obviously, also, this great evolution and improvement is 
enormously hampered by inherited tradition and by vested 
interests. All this may be most frankly conceded, but 
still I do not believe it would be a good thing if the majority 
of men could be subjected to the desexualising repression 
from which most women are only just emerging. It would 
make life even duller for most women than it is, and would 
probably not be consonant with mental originality or motor 
activity. At the same time it is an interesting point that, 
while most men of conspicuous intellectual ability and 
force of character appear to have been rather hypersexual 
as well, there is a marked group, including many most 
eminent men, who were and are apparently under the 
normal average in this respect. So that men of genius and 
ability appear to resemble women in that their range of 
sexual variation is wider than that of most men. 

The wider feminine range of variation in respect of the 
functions and emotions of sex is about as well established 
as any human fact in this region of nature can be. More- 
over, the recognition of this fact will not lead to promiscuity, 
for the most passionate women have sexual repulsions and 
aversions as strong as their preferences. Prostitution and 
promiscuity have never been the expression of women's 
needs any more than enforced celibacy and cast iron 
monogamy. 6 

The double need, for permanence and for variety, will 

4 The author has observed the Suffrage movement in England, from within 
and from without, for some years. 

5 Sexual Variety and Variability Among Women and Their Bearing on Social 
Reconstruction, Publication No. 3 of the British Society for the Study of Sex 
Psychology, 1916. 
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have to be met, in a real civilisation, for both sexes; and 
with the growing versatility and sensitiveness of our per- 
ceptions, and the recognition of women's equal right to live 
and love, it will become increasingly difficult to meet the 
need for durability and permanence in any exclusive sex 
partnership. The extraordinarily interesting and pro- 
found passages dealing with marriage in Mr. Bertrand 
Russell's book on "The Principles of Social Reconstruc- 
tion" seem to me rather to imply that the best love relation 
must necessarily mean that the lives touch at nearly all 
points and all interests are in common. Of course, where 
this really does occur, in the case of two individuals on 
more or less the same plane, — as, for instance, Robert and 
Elizabeth Browning, — it is a beautiful and glorious thing, 
and an enrichment of life to themselves and the world. 
Let us be honest and state clearly that, in most cases of any 
partnership of two individuals of high and approximately 
equal development, permanence is only possible through a 
very large element of elasticity; through a good deal of 
judicious absence and intermittence. And I think anyone 
who is not afraid of the truth of life must admit that some 
lesser passion or friendship, some emotional minor interest, 
may not only have its own beauty and value, but may 
enhance and deepen the central love. I would again draw 
attention to Elsie Clews Parsons' wise and brave words on 
this subject. Let us remember, also, that the insistence 
on a passion which has died down may destroy the possi- 
bility of a deep and tender friendship which might succeed 
it. 

Of course, I assume that in the new social order of har- 
mony based on freedom it will no longer be either a financial 
or a moral asset for a grown woman to retain the physical 
and mental condition appropriate to a female child of ten. 
It will rather be considered a misfortune or as the mark of an 
incomplete and timid nature. 

We do not yet know much about the relative sex natures 
of men and women. The main difference may well prove 
to be, not any fundamental disparity in the force of the 
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impulse, but a difference in its relation to the consciousness. 
In comparing and estimating this difference, it is important 
to remember that men have an inherited tradition — irre- 
spective of individual disposition — of emphatic sexual 
swagger, and women an equally emphatic tradition of 
rigid sexual repression. So strong is the influence of this 
tradition, even in the minds of persons whose conscious 
reason and moral sense repudiates the taboo, that its in- 
fringement is apt to be regarded as synonymous with com- 
plete and undiscriminating promiscuity. Only by the 
development of new codes, based on the study and recogni- 
tion of the truth and expressing respect for freedom and 
justice, shall we be able to form any valid conclusions in 
this region. I do not think any woman can fail to notice 
a profound inadequacy in the estimate of her emotional 
needs crystallised in the institutions and the literature of 
the world by men. A very thorough and painstaking 
investigator, an Austrian Slav, 6 has pointed out that there 
are several sources of error here: where the psychological 
investigator transfers his own mental processes — may one 
not say more frequently his own ideals and vicarious 
standards? — to the subject of his study; where he confines 
his attention to the type most congenial to him, to the 
neglect of divergent characters ; and where, in the course of 
professional pathological work, his "material" tends to be 
"morbid," "unfortunate" or abnormal in some direction. 
Perhaps the main error in the conventional view of 
women's emotional life is the exaggeration and idealisation 
of the maternal instinct over the sexual. There is, un- 
doubtedly, in many women a physical passion of maternity 
quite as strong as or stronger than any conscious sex instinct, 
but I think the current conventional glorification of mother- 
love and the maternal relation is based partly on the 
instinctive masculine wonder at a whole series of functions 
to which, apparently, men had nothing analogous, partly 
on the ascetic depreciation of sex. Surely it is time to 

8 C. J. Bucura, Geschlechtsunterschiede beim Menschen — Eine klinisch-physiol- 
offische Studie, Leipzig and Vienna, 1913. 
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acknowledge that, in spite of all the beauty, the com- 
plexity and tenderness of the finer manifestations of mater- 
nal love, and its indispensability to the race, it is at its 
root, just as much "a lust of the flesh," i.e., a natural 
instinct with an organic and physiological basis, as the 
much reviled sex impulse. Moreover, some of its mani- 
festations are as tyrannous, cruel, irrational and socially 
harmful as any follies or excesses of the sex impulse. A 
free, conscious, responsible and joyous maternity will 
teach us a great deal. 

F. W. Stella Browne. 
London, England. 



